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This M.A. thesis analyzes the disillusionment of American individualism in Philip 
Roth’s novel The Human Stain. 
My Introduction first discusses the significance of this topic. The disillusionment 
of American individualism in Roth’s novel versus a lack of critical attention to it 
impels me to explore such an issue. Then, I investigate the theoretical definitions of 
“American Individualism”. Finally the significance of my viewpoint, that is, to analyze 
Roth’s novel from the perspective of American individualism, is pointed out: embodied 
in the lives and struggles of a few individuals in The Human Stain are the allurements, 
damages and disintegrations of the official grand narrative of individualism which 
remains a major theme in American literature.  
Chapter One gives a brief account of the individualism at the very core of 
American culture. I trace back the line of the individualist myth and concentrate on the 
theories of three individualism advocates: Ralph Waldo Emerson, John Rawls and 
George Kateb.  
Chapter Two analyzes the four main characters’ disillusionment of individualism 
in The Human Stain. Coleman Silk and Delphine Roux are victims of the 
individualism in the “American-Dream” style. And Lester Farley shows the 
individualism incarnated in a common American veteran. Even the individualism in 
“self-abhorrence” style, illustrated by Faunia Farley, cannot escape the tragedy of 
disillusionment.  
Chapter Three claims that minor characters in The Human Stain also suffer the 
disillusionment of individualism. Then I analyze the background setting of the whole 
novel, for example, ex-president Bill Clinton’s sex scandal with Lewinsky; the Athena 
College in which the story takes place is the microcosm of America. 
The thesis concludes with a panorama of American individualism in American 















emphasize the significance of American individualism in American literature and even 
American culture, that is, the allurements and disillusionment of American individualism. 
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I believe in the supreme worth of the individual, and in his right of life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness.     
                                        --John D. Rockefeller 
These words are proudly imprinted on a plaque overlooking Rockefeller Plaza in 
the heart of New York City. Obviously, few people will think that this sentence only 
expresses Rockefeller’s personal credo. Instead, it lays bare a fundamental tenet: 
Americans’ commitment to individualism.  
Indeed, it is one of the official American narratives and has become the 
individualist myth which serves as the foundation for cultural consensus. As we know, 
official narratives play a crucial role within an ideology’s “system” of representations. 
Althusser defined ideology as “a system (with its own logic and rigour) of 
representations (images, myths, ideas or concepts, depending on the case) endowed 
with a historical existence and role within a given society” (231). In The Problem of 
Ideology in American Literary History, Sacvan Bercovitch builds on this 
representational model by describing ideology as “the system of interlinked ideas, 
symbols and beliefs by which a culture--any culture--seeks to justify and perpetuate 
itself; the web of rhetoric, ritual, and assumption through which society coerces, 
persuades, and coheres.” (635) One of ideology’s functions is to provide its subjects 
with a cultural vocabulary that includes words, images, symbols, and cultural myths. 
Then it links these semantic units together via associative patterns of reasoning that are 
analogous to such literary devices as metaphor, metonymy, oxymoron, symbolism, and 
intertextual references. Within an ideological field, certain dominant strands eventually 
emerge, becoming evident throughout a broad range of different discourses.  
In 1840, Alexis de Tocqueville identified individualism as one of the distinctive 
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American ideology. The book Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in 
American Life shows clearly that this individualist myth continues to influence the 
ways in which social, political, and moral issues are discussed in the United States. 
Settling for the continuing power of individualism in late twentieth-century U.S. 
culture, Bellah et al. (the authors of Habits of the Heart) acknowledge that they “do 
not argue that Americans should abandon individualism” because “that would mean for 
us to abandon our deepest identity” (142). 
In the introduction to the book Individualism: Theories and Methods, Pierre 
Birnbaum and Jean Leca state that “a spectre is haunting the West’s intellectuals--the 
spectre of individualism” (1). The editors of Reconstructing Individualism also confess 
that “in America, the post-structuralist critique of individuality has had only a feeble 
impact on the persistently individualist imagery of our institutions and popular culture. 
In the political, economic, and artistic spheres of public life, these images have 
remained unshaken by the theoretical trauma that has led to the subtleties of 
post-structuralist theory” (Heller and Wellbery 12-13). Thus it is not exaggerating to 
say that individualism seems to be a common sense rather than ideology. “In short, U.S. 
individualism provides an example of ideology at its most persuasive and effective” 
(Patell 12).  
Although individualism is taken for granted by people who have internalized it, 
according to David Brion Davis’s opinion on the ideology’s characteristic, “it is never 
the eternal or absolute truth it claims to be. Ideologies focus attention on certain 
phenomena, but only by arbitrarily screening out other phenomena in patterns that are 
not without meaning.” (14) American individualism is one of those official grand 
narratives which are familiar, persuasive, seemingly beyond question. Due to their 
happy ending, they deceive us: “the fact that the narrative of individualism has a happy 
ending deflects attention from the fact that this ending has yet to be achieved within 
U.S. culture” (Patell 33). Then where can we find a counterweight to such official 















imagination. As we know, literature and official narratives enjoy a close relationship 
by means of cultural criticism.  
Cyrus R.K. Patell states that many philosophers have suggested that “professional 
philosophy has much to learn from literature’s ability to dramatize the complexities 
and idiosyncrasies of human life.” (6) It is not surprising to find some of the most 
important philosophizing that is going on within late twentieth-century U.S. culture in 
novels. Philip Roth is a novelist whose writings have gained him fame as a preeminent 
literary artist. I argue that his The Human Stain closely engages with cultural politics, 
and especially deconstructs the grand narrative of American individualism.  
To take Roth seriously as a political novelist requires us to understand the ways in 
which his works engage the official narrative generated by Emersonian liberalism. This 
thesis shows how The Human Stain deconstructs this official narrative about American 
individualism by dramatizing both the power and the shortcomings of Emersonian 
liberalism. Roth portrays characters who yearn for what Michael Sandel calls the 
“powerful liberating vision” of a self that is “free and independent, unencumbered by 
aims and attachments it does not choose for itself” (1996, 12). His novel celebrates 
freedom even when its costs are extraordinarily high, when it is achieved at the 
expense of community or family or race. Roth depicts cultures in which the institutions 
that are supposed to safeguard freedom have in fact been complicit in its erosion. The 
Human Stain shows that there is nothing inevitable about the happy ending that U.S. 
culture has grated onto its official story about self-reliance and the nature of individual 
freedom. The three idealist philosophers, Ralph Waldo Emerson, John Rawls, and 
George Kateb, make compelling cases for the potential of individualism as the basis 
for an ideal democratic society, but as Roth so dramatically depicts, this potential has 
yet to be realized in American culture.  
Thus I argue that Roth dramatizes the fact that the individualism that has arisen 
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Chapter One  American Individualism: a Brief Account 
 
In this chapter, I will trace the tradition of individualism exemplified by 
Emersonian liberalism and examine the strengths and shortcomings of the particular 
conception of individualism that lies at the heart of Emerson’s philosophy. Also, I will 
link Emerson’s ideas to the definitive statement of individualism developed by John 
Rawls. Then I will explore the democratic individuality proposed by George Kateb. 
 
1.1 Individualism at the Very Core of American Culture  
No one will deny that there are a lot of meanings and applications for the term 
“individualism”. Steven Lukes lists eleven different forms of individualism: the 
supreme and intrinsic value of the individual human being, the idea of individual 
self-development, the idea of autonomy, the idea of privacy, the idea of the abstract 
individual, methodological individualism, political individualism, economic 
individualism, religious individualism, ethical individualism and epistemological 
individualism. However, Lukes frustratingly adds that this is not an exclusive or 
exhaustive list. So with an aim to avoid confusion it’s absolutely necessary to state 
clearly the kind of individualism that is relevant to the arguments of this dissertation. 
We can begin by excluding from the analysis two aspects of the idea of individualism.  
    First, I will not relate to individualism understood as an empirical property, either 
of individuals or of societies. We usually believe that modern social life, especially in 
the developed countries, encourages self-reliance and personal independence. Thus, 
individualism is often seen as a definite feature of Americans. “The claim that a culture 
of social independence is a distinctive aspect of modern Western life has been a 
favorite theme of social critics since Tocqueville” (Bird 4).  
Second, this dissertation won’t deal with individualism seen as a form of egoism or 
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individualism with egoism or with the celebration of ruthless self-interest. Despite the 
fact that individualism is synonymous with selfishness in many people’s eyes, liberals 
have always emphasized that the individualism in their field is entirely different.   
But individualism has many meanings besides the two aspects above. It is nearly 
impossible to get a single, transparent definition of individualism. Similarly, it is a rich 
network of ideas that composes the notion of liberal individualism. According to Bird, 
“that network of ideas has a characteristic structure that is in many ways as important 
as the substance of its component concepts. I take this network to be configured 
roughly as follows: 
(a) Liberalism is committed to a number of first-order norms that comprise an 
individualist ideal: e.g. the value and security of the individual, the primary 
importance of individual interests, freedoms and individual rights, the need for 
privacy, and so on. 
(b) Liberalism’s advocacy of this social ideal depends on a second-order individualist 
metaphysic that proposes a general theory about the ontological, methodological 
or axiological priority of the individual over society as a whole.” (6) 
What is critical about this construction is the way in which individualism as an ideal as 
in (a) is held to be somehow dependent upon the theoretical individualism of (b). This 
potentially elevates liberalism from being a loosely related set of political 
commitments to being a coherent and intellectually powerful social and political theory. 
It is this construction of liberal individualism that this thesis sets out to explore in 
greater detail and subjects to critical scrutiny. That is, it “distinguishes the strictly 
methodological or theoretical axioms of individualist social theory from the purely 
normative commitments inherent in individualist political ideals” (Bird 6).  
The term individualism was coined in France during the 1820s. Then socialist 
thinkers used it as a critique of Enlightenment thought. Steven Lukes notes that, during 
the 1820s, “Saint-Simonism shared the ideas of the counter-revolutionaries--their 
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atomization and anarchy, as well as their desire for an organic, stable, hierarchically 
organized, harmonious social order” (6). 
“‘Individualism,’” wrote Tocqueville, “is a word recently coined to express a new 
idea. Our fathers only knew about egoism.” Then in the second volume of Democracy 
in America, Tocqueville defines individualism as “a calm and considered feeling which 
disposes each citizen to isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and withdraw into 
the circle of family and friends; with this little society formed to his taste, he gladly 
leaves the greater society to look after itself” (1969, 506). According to Tocqueville, 
egoism “springs from a blind instinct,” while “individualism is based on misguided 
judgment rather than depraved feeling” (506). He further claims that “Egoism sterilizes 
the seeds of every virtue; individualism at first only dams the spring of public virtues, 
but in the long run it attacks and destroys all the others too and finally merges in 
egoism.” Unlike egoism, which “is a vice as old as the world,” individualism is a new 
phenomenon “of democratic origin” that “threatens to grow as conditions get more 
equal” (507). Its existence depends on the fact that democracy dismantles the 
traditional hierarchical structure that previously linked “everybody, from peasant to 
king, in one long chain” and thus enabled aristocratic societies to cohere. “Democracy 
breaks the chain and frees each link,” writes Tocqueville, and thus “as social equality 
spreads there more and more people who, though neither rich nor powerful enough to 
have much hold over others, have gained or kept enough wealth and enough 
understanding to look after their own needs. Such folk owe no man anything and 
hardly expect anything from anybody. They form the habit of thinking of themselves in 
isolation and imagine that their whole destiny is in their own hands.” (508) As a result, 
“each man is forever thrown back on himself alone, and there is danger that he may be 
shut up in the solitude of his own heart” (508). 
 
1.1.1 Varieties of Liberal Individualism  
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include the methodological, the political, the economic, and the possessive. 
Underwriting each of these variants is what social scientists refer to as ontological 
individualism, the belief that the individual has an a priori and primary reality and that 
society is derived, second-order construct. Steven Lukes writes that “according to this 
conception, individuals are pictured abstractly as given, with given interests, wants, 
purposes, needs, etc.; while society and the state are pictured as sets of actual or 
possible social arrangements which respond more or less adequately to shoes 
individuals’ requirements” (73).  
Another kind is the mode of thinking that social scientists call methodological 
individualism. Because it serves to render the workings of ideology invisible, this 
mode of thinking accounts in large part for the persuasiveness of the official story that 
has arisen around individualism in the United States. The political theorist Jon Elster 
describes methodological individualism as “a form of reductionism” according to 
which “all social phenomena--whether process, structure, institution, or habitus--can 
be explained by the actions and properties of the participating individuals” (47).  
The term methodological individualism was coined by Joseph Schumpeter (889). 
From Schumpeter on, social scientists have sought to make a distinction between 
ontological individualism and methodological individualism, viewing the former as a 
way of characterizing and even legitimizing the institutional structures of a culture, the 
latter as a mode of social inquiry, a way of thinking about collective phenomena in 
terms of facts about individuals. The difference between the two, as Birnbaum and 
Leca have put it, is that methodological individualism is “an attribute of the researcher, 
not the object of study” (3). 
Ontological individualism is a social theory that regards society as merely a 
necessary evil, and in the realm of political thought it fosters a “negative” conception 
of the nature of freedom. According to this conception, the free individual has an 
innate dignity that is protected through the possession of certain rights that have the 
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constraints, protected from the incursions of others. To be deprived of these rights is to 
be subject to the will of others, in essence, to be a slave. “The only freedom which 
deserves the name,” writes John Stuart Mill in On Liberty, “is that of pursuing our own 
good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or 
impede their efforts to obtain it” (14). The self-fulfillment implied in the idea of 
“pursuing our own good in our own way” is an important goal of liberal individualism, 
but it is the conclusion of a process that begins only with self-autonomy. In contrast, 
the “positive” conception of freedom views self-fulfillment as intimately related to 
one’s communal commitments and attachments. 
According to Patell, “the distinction between the negative and the positive 
conception of freedom is captured by the difference between the modifying 
prepositions frequently used to describe them.” (14) Negative liberty is “freedom 
from” restraint or coercion, from the incursions of authority, from the intrusions of 
one’s neighbors. It denotes the area within which an individual can act without being 
obstructed by others, and it forms the basis not only for the right to privacy but also for 
the very idea of rights. Positive liberty, in contrast, is “freedom to” achieve 
self-expression, self-realization, and self-mastery as well as freedom to participate in 
government and political life, activities that prove to be related.  
One of the earliest and most influential discussions of negative liberty is John 
Locke’s Two Treatises of Government. Locke argues that the natural condition of 
human beings is “a State of perfect Freedom to order their Actions, and dispose of their 
Possessions, and Persons as they think fit, within the bounds of the Law of Nature, 
without asking leave, or depending upon the Will of any other Man” (269). And he 
argues that “government” exists only “for the good of the Governed,” to protect “every 
Man’s Right and Property, by preserving him from the Violence or Injury of others” 
(209-10). The “Declaration of Independence” has put the Lockean negative liberty into 
the very fabric of U.S. cultural life.  
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